






Foreword

One of the missions of UNESCO as a knowledge-based organization is to act as a global think 
tank and a laboratory of ideas in the various domains of its mandate. In the area of education, 
this includes leading the global debate on the futures of education and learning. 

This publication is a contribution to this role, in particular through the Futures of Education 
initiative that aims to generate an agenda for global debate and action on the futures of 
education, learning and knowledge in a world of increasing complexity, uncertainty and 
precarity. Acknowledging that all voices must be heard in order to shape and transform 
education, the initiative is based on a broad and open process of engagement involving a 
range of stakeholders at global, regional and local levels. 

The mobilization and contribution of the network of UNITWIN/UNESCO Chairs is a key part 
of this process of engagement. Comprising over 800 institutions and a�liates, the global 
network is an essential resource for the generation and mobilization of interdisciplinary 
knowledge. The think pieces by over one hundred authors from 65 institutions presented in 
this publication were selected from the numerous submissions received in response to the 
call for contributions to the Futures of Education initiative. 

Humanistic Futures of Learning: Perspectives from UNESCO Chairs and UNITWIN Networks 
presents diverse views on the aims and purposes of education, as well as on learning content 
and methods within increasingly complex learning systems. This publication represents the 
�rst curated input submitted to the International Commission on the Futures of Education, 
chaired by Her Excellency Ms Sahle-Work Zewde, President of the Federal Democratic 
Republic of Ethiopia. The Commission is mandated to steer the debate and lead the 
development of a global report on the futures of education to serve as a platform for policy 
debate, research and action for the years to come. This is in the spirit of previous reports 
published at key historical junctures of societal transformation, including Learning to Be: the 
world of education today and tomorrow (1972), Learning: The treasure within (1996), and, more 
recently, Rethinking Education: Towards a global common good? (2015).

A humanistic approach to education and development is the common thread that weaves 
together the diversity of contributions into a rich tapestry on learning. The approach 
is grounded in a vision of development that is economically inclusive, socially just and 
environmentally sustainable. A vision that acknowledges the diversity of knowledge systems, 
worldviews and conceptions of well-being, while rea�rming a common core of universally 
shared values. It is a vision that promotes an integrated approach to learning, acknowledging 
the multiple personal, social, civic and economic purposes of education. The collection 
presented in this publication provide fresh multidisciplinary insights for a re-purposing of 
education that inspire hope for the future as we address increasingly complex development 
challenges and as we strive to transform the future.
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Introduction 

Our planet is growing ever more fragile � with accelerated climate change making this 
reality increasingly apparent. Persistent inequalities, social fragmentation and political 
extremism have driven many societies to the brink of crisis. Although advances in digital 
communication, arti�cial intelligence and biotechnology harbour great potential, they also 
raise serious ethical and governance concerns � especially as promises of innovation and 
technological change have an uneven record of contributing positively to human prosperity. 
In a world de�ned by increasing complexity, uncertainty and precarity, we must urgently 
re-examine and reimagine how knowledge and learning can best contribute to the global 
common good. 

UNESCO�s Futures of Education initiative is generating global engagement and debate on 
education, learning and knowledge to inspire the multiple possible futures of humanity and 
of the planet. Based on the assumption that the complex challenges of today�s world requires 
innovative solutions beyond established sectoral approaches and disciplinary boundaries, 
the UNESCO Chairs and UNITWIN Networks from all disciplines and scholarly �elds were 
mobilized to contribute. The network was invited to prepare think pieces in any of the six 
United Nations o�cial languages to help advance a shared vision for the future. Humanistic 
Futures of Learning: Perspectives from UNESCO Chairs and UNITWIN Networks presents the �rst 
curated contribution to this global debate.  

This �rst publication is organized into �ve sections, each containing eight to twelve 
independent think pieces that address important dimensions critical to re-purposing 
education for the future. It calls for greater focus on the role of culture in strengthening 
social and environmental sustainability; the values and attitudes needed to shape future 
generations; the need for robust public education and alternative learning spaces; human 
creativity and capability in a digital era; and the role of higher education, research and 
innovation in generating knowledge to transform the�world. 

1.	 Culture and the environment:  
Harnessing customs and knowledge for planetary survival

The think pieces in this section foresee a possible future with planetary stability enabled 
through the mobilization of education, diversity of knowledge, customs and culture. They 
posit that embedding a deep attachment to landscapes and tangible heritage instills a 
sense of stewardship for the world. This stems from an understanding that heritage is a 
manifestation of transformation and survival despite changing times. The authors suggest 
that the study, preservation and appreciation of diverse languages, knowledge and customs 
enrich our collective consciousness through an understanding of the relations between past, 
present and future societies. This section envisions the evolving role of education to include 
sustainability studies as a means of driving planetary survival. It proposes that curricula 
include Earth science and environment studies under the framework of humanism to help 
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